
Clothing acculturation of North Korean 
female defectors in South Korea
Jeyeon Jo1 and Jisoo Ha2* 

Introduction
One of the main topics in acculturation is a reaction of immigrant group to clothing cul-
ture of the new society (Berry 1997). Clothing culture of a society is connected to visual 
tradition and cultural custom (Johnson et al. 2014; Yen and Hsu 2017), so it affects the 
members’ appearance consequently (Jung and Hwang 2016). When immigrants enter 
into a new society, their appearance—not only physical attributes but also their clothes- 
makes a distinguishable or sometimes subtle distinction between new settlers and 
natives. The immigrants’ behaviors of selection and compromise between two clothing 
cultures are related to factors such as aesthetic taste, consumption value, and clothing 
norms. The purpose of this research is to observe North Korean female defectors’ cloth-
ing acculturation process in South Korea so that discussion about effective supports for 
their cultural settlement can be conducted. It is revealed that North Korean defectors 
typically undergo the acculturation period in South Korea because of cultural differences 
of two Koreas. Therefore, this research conducts in-depth interviews to investigate the 
whole clothing acculturation process including the topics like the attitude toward South 
Korean clothing culture, assimilation pressure, and the ways to adjust South Korean 
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fashion trend in accordance to personal values. Lastly, possible policies to help clothing 
acculturation of them would be discussed.

Literature review
Clothing acculturation

Acculturation can be defined as ‘changes and results by continuous and direct contact 
of different cultures (Redfield et  al. 1936).’ To understand acculturation phenomenon 
deeply, Berry (1997) suggested two-dimensional acculturation model which present four 
acculturation types classified by directivities to immigrant’s native culture and new soci-
ety’s culture: Integration type which means preference to both cultures, Assimilation 
type which is accepting only new culture, Separation type sticking to only native cul-
ture, and Marginalization type denying both culture. As one of major parts of a culture, 
clothing culture includes fabric-made body-covers, and all kind of items that construct 
human appearance like ornamentation, wig or perfume (Kim 2004; Essel and Kemevor 
2016), and clothing acculturation herein refers to both attitudes and behaviors of immi-
grants toward the clothing culture of a new society with all items that organizes personal 
appearance (Chae 2003). Previous studies revealed that clothing acculturation appears in 
the gaps of clothing norm, aesthetic standard, body image, ethnic identity, and shopping 
propensity between immigrants and new society.

In terms of social clothing norms, immigrants tended to avoid potential conflicts by 
conforming to social rules and obeying it. This is not based on personal characteristic, 
but it is more helpful to survive in the new society’s politic and economic environment 
(Padilla and Perez 2003). Weinstock (1963) observed that Hungarian immigrants who 
have more specialized jobs receive higher pressure to wear clothes and to pronounce 
words in ‘American style.’ Inglessis (2008) found that Hispanic females in America stated 
that they learn American clothing norms in church, school, or in office and when they 
encounter a problem regarding clothing cultural difference, they follow how their moth-
ers behave at the same point. Those cases show that immigrants experience inner or 
outer conflicts on constructing their appearance.

Aesthetic taste and body image can be a part of socio-cultural stereotypes. New settlers 
encounter and interact with social stereotypes on a standard of beauty, so they choose to 
accept or refuse by consuming clothes (Luedicke 2011). Sandikci et al. (2006) showed how 
women moving to urban from suburban feel difficult to understand and accept urban aes-
thetic concepts about body, appearance, and body exposure. In their research, the women 
from suburban resolve inner conflicts by wearing some kind of accessories. (Ger and ster-
gaard 1998) also observed that Turkish-Danish teenagers in Denmark subtly recognized 
which kind of details in a cloth could make them look like more ‘Turk’ or ‘Danish’. The 
differentiating points are subtle, like how tight the pants are, so they selected appropriate 
types by situations. Hispanic females in America also perceived the difference of fash-
ion styles. They used some unique factors from their native clothing culture because they 
don’t want to follow monotonous-looking American fashion style (Inglessis 2008). When 
it comes to body image, some researchers argued that immigrant groups like Chinese, 
European males and Hispanic males in America are under the influence of American 
ideal body or beauty image. This triggers acculturation stress or body dissatisfaction in 
some cases (Cheng 2000; Warren 2008; Warren and Rios 2013).
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In addition, ethnic identity is also one of the most influential factors in clothing accul-
turation. Immigrant’s self-awareness about ethnic identity has an association with ethnic 
group’s influence as a fashion reference group and frequency to wear ethnic costumes 
(Forney 1980; Forney and Rabolt 1986). In the research on acculturation of Indian immi-
grants in United States, Upchurch (2008) revealed the correlation between preference 
to ethnic costume and acculturation level. Asian immigrant women in South Korea also 
apply their ethnic identity into their clothes, especially under a condition of low social 
interaction and low satisfaction of life (Jun 2015). Acculturation is associated with per-
sonal shopping style. (Shim and Chen 1996) examined the relationship between accul-
turation level and shopping habit for American Chinese. As a result, they observed that 
low participation in American culture group shows more inactive shopping habit than in 
highly participating group.

Therefore, North Korean female defector, as immigrants group in South Korea also 
would have experiences about different clothing norm and gap of two fashion styles. Fur-
thermore, regarding to two Korea’ traditional costumes called Han-bok, they can their 
own preference to one of them according to ethnic identity. Lastly, they can show different 
shopping behaviors or shopping reference groups in accordance with acculturation types.

North Korean defectors and current clothing culture of North Korea

North Korean defectors mean the people who were born in North Korea, but left their 
home and moved to South Korea. The population of them reached 29,000 in the first half 
of 2016, 80% of which are women (The Ministry of Unification 2016a). Many researchers 
focus on their experiences in North Korea or period in which escape occurs as well as 
harmful impacts on their mental health. North Korean defectors experience emotional 
difficulties because of different lifestyles (18.2%), different language (12.5%), or isolation 
(10.4%) (Jeon 1997). Another research (Park 1998) claimed that North Korean female 
defectors mentioned culture shock on westernized clothing and food culture.

Until now, North Korea has closed and unilateral system that the communist party has 
a substantial authority to produce and distribute properties. From 1950s, North Korean 
government shapes an identical ideality for permanent dictatorship and implements 
clothing policies to support it. The female ideal identity offered by North Korean gov-
ernment is, for example, a female who is loyal to the party and government or a female 
conducting communistic idealism (Lee 2004), and it is promoted by ‘Socialism Lifestyle’ 
policy which defines every detail of people’s daily life including clothing. Kwon (2016) 
also said that NK government has produced an image of an ideal female laborer in com-
munism by compelling a specific kind of hairstyle or clothing. Furthermore, to inhibit 
the influence of western capitalism, NK government restricts western-style clothing 
such as jeans, mini skirt or bell-line pants, and forces female to wear Korean traditional 
costume at some political events. Under the government’s restriction most of clothes in 
NK are simple-looking, not colorful, and rarely changing. Meanwhile, according to the 
testimony of NK defectors, most of North Koreans have just 1 or 2 clothing for poor 
economic condition, so they usually wear same clothes every day (Rhee et  al. 1997a, 
b). According to Rhee et al. (1999), North Korean ordinary people can buy 1.32 clothes 
in a year on average. Even though they have not enough clothes, 70% of NK defectors 
said many NK people follow a fashion trend in North Korea. However, North Korean 
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fashion trend is quite different. They said that there is only one fashion trend at a time, 
which almost everyone follows together. The fashion trend usually starts from near Chi-
nese border region or Pyong-yang, and spreads through the whole country slowly. In 
the changes of the fashion trend, only the minimum change happens in the boundary of 
simple style (Kim 2016).

North Korean defectors in South Korea usually follow South Korean cultural lifestyle 
when they experience internal conflict due to cultural difference. A study on North 
Korean female defectors shows that they are mentally shrunk in South Korea and forced 
to be identified as North Korean defectors by situations (Cho and Jeon 2005). Further-
more, they could be under a potential pressure to assimilate into South Korean culture. 
Kim (2016) argued that North Korean defectors do not prefer North Korean fashion 
style and inclined to be concerned about identity disclosure based on fashion styles. 
However, there are other cases like those who had been an upper class in North Korea 
and don’t be embarrassed by South Korean westernized clothing culture.

Methods
Design

In this research, in-depth interview was conducted with semi-constructed question-
naires. Researchers recruited interview participants by conducting pre-survey on North 
Korean defector’s online community websites. The pre-survey included 14 questions 
about North/South Korean clothing culture, 2 questions for demographic information 
and 1 question to ask to participate in in-depth interview. The online pre-survey had 
been conducted from October 4, 2016 to November 16, 2016. In total, 30 random North 
Korean female defectors in South Korea participated in the pre-survey, and 11 of them 
showed will to join to the in-depth interview. Semi-constructed questionnaire for in-
depth interview was made of two parts: first, since every interviewee had participated 
in the pre-survey, researchers used pre-survey response of each participant. Second, 
Researchers prepared additional questionnaires regarding their experiences about cloth-
ing culture of two Koreas and ideal fashion image in daily life. Both pre-survey and semi-
constructed questionnaires for interview were based on previous researches related to 
acculturation and NK defectors (Forney 1980; Forney and Rabolt 1986; Park 1998; Shim 
and Chen 1996; Alkhazraji et al. 1997; Swaidan et al. 2006; Inglessis 2008; Keum 2015; 
Sohn 2013; Kim 2016). Every interview was transcribed under the agreement of the 
interviewees and analyzed based on grounded theory.

Details

11 female interviewees born in North Korea participated in the in-depth interview. 
Before starting both pre-survey on online and in-depth interview, this research had been 
approved by from Seoul National University Institutional Review Board. Researchers 
explained enough about ethical considerations with approved consent before starting 
every interview. Especially, voice recording was conducted only under the conditions 
the interviewee allowed, and when the interviewee denied, researchers just transcribed 
by computer. Every interview was conducted in the place where interviewee wanted at 
November 2016. Interview time was from 1 h to 1 h and a half. Researchers didn’t ask 
personal information in North Korea excessively, for North Korean defectors still tend 
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to be highly suspicious because of dreadful experiences in North Korea overwhelming 
them (Keum 2015). Every interviewee received proper reward for the interview. After 
interview, researchers transcribed voice records, and divided, reconstructed, selected 
and interpreted transcribed data following the process of grounded theory analysis: 
open coding, axial coding and selective coding. Two other fellow researchers with doc-
toral degrees who are proficient in adopting grounded theory analysis supervised the 
analysis process and results. They confirmed credibility, fittingness, audit-ability and 
confirmation of the analysis. Personal information of interviewees was never revealed 
except researchers, nor used for another use. Voice record files and transcribed data 
were saved in secured storing place.

Results
Open coding

By analyzing transcribed interview data following open coding analysis, researchers 
found 48 codes, 24 subcategories, and 6 categories. Each category was named ‘Restricted 
Clothing Culture of North Korea’, ‘Personal Economic Condition in North Korea’, ‘Cul-
ture Shock in South Korea’, ‘Fashion Sensitivity’, ‘Self-identity’ and ‘Various Clothing 
Acculturation Behaviors.’

Restricted clothing culture of North Korea

Every interviewee testified that North Korean clothing culture is under a strongly-
restricted condition. North Korean government prohibits clothes with English letter, 
dyed hair or jeans because they symbolize capitalism which is a threat to North Korea’s 
socialism. NK government also restricts colorful clothes, so interviewees could wear 
only clothes in navy, dark green, black, or gray colors in North Korea. Furthermore, they 
said North Korean people think that everyone must look similar. If someone wears dif-
ferent kind of clothes comparing to others, people would blame the person because of 
the uniqueness. Under the long reign of terror of NK government, NK people tend to 
not only avoid looking different to other, but also impose the strict standard to others. 
In quantity, there were not enough clothes both in house and in the market. Because of 
poor and tightly controlled economy, most of NK people have just one or two clothes. 
Many interviewees said because they had only two clothes, they wore one in weekdays, 
and another in weekend. In the market, they didn’t have to consider among many fash-
ion products because there was no option except one or two types of clothes.

“There are many strict norms for clothes in North Korea. The clothes with English 
letters, dyed hair, jeans … because those clothes symbolize capitalism, not North 
Korean socialism.” (Participant I).

“If someone wears unique clothes, people blame the person because he (or she) looks 
different. They think everyone must look similar.” (Participant C).

“I wear just the same clothes for the whole week. Only rich people have four or five 
clothes. Most people have only two or three in just simple colors.” (Participant D).

“Everyone wears similarly because there are a few options available.” (Participant A).
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Personal economic condition in North Korea

However, few of the interviewee said they could experience an abundant consump-
tion life even under the restricted condition. Some participants who had been rich in 
North Korea stated that they could wear expensive Japanese, Chinese and South Korean 
clothes and foreign luxury cosmetics. They even sometimes ordered a cloth which looks 
like what they saw in South Korean drama. Meanwhile, ordinary people had just one or 
two clothes to endure a year. The gap of personal economic gap between people in high 
class and general public was huge in North Korea.

“I have been interested in fashion since I lived in North Korea. I wore Japanese 
clothes or some unique clothes imported from China, and even from South Korea. It 
was okay if I cut the label of South Korean clothes.” (Participant C).

Culture shock in South Korea

North Korean female defectors mentioned a remarkable difference between two cloth-
ing cultures which had made them embarrassed at the beginning of settlement in South 
Korea. They wasn’t familiar with a certain clothing norm of South Korea regarding wed-
ding ceremony, funeral, or at the working place. Most of them stated that they were 
shocked by level of women’s body exposure. Because of conservative policy of North 
Korean government, they couldn’t accept South Korean standard on female’s body expo-
sure. Furthermore, under the limited and highly restricted clothing culture of North 
Korea, interviewees didn’t have enough personal fashion styling or shopping experience 
in North Korea. Therefore when they entered in South Korea, they could help confront-
ing a high wall of South Korean fashion trend. Some said they were like a fashion ter-
rorist. Destroyed jeans or rugged knit wear are also what they couldn’t accept easily, 
because those are symbols of poverty in North Korea. They also found differences in 
shopping culture or South Korean traditional costume.

“For the first time I was in a wedding in South Korea, I felt embarrassed because I 
did not dress up at all.” (Participant K).

“North Koreans are unfamiliar with colorful clothes in South Korea, because they 
had been never allowed to buy those kinds of clothes. Thus, they could be considered 
as fashion terrorists in South Korea.” (Participant C).

“I heard many times that I was not dressed well at the early settlement. I just bought 
clothes adorable without considering whether it fits to me.” (Participant B).

“North Korean Han-bok is light and soft, but South Korean is stiff and too formal.” 
(Participant H).

Fashion sensitivity

Personal level of fashion sensitivity varies by individual. When researchers asked about 
interest on fashion trend in South Korea, some participant said they are always passion-
ate to learn and accept new fashion trends. They also enjoy shopping both alone or with 
friends. At the same time, they tend to be conscious of other people’s opinion on them. 
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They want not to look like a North Korea defector in South Korea, because they think 
North Korea defectors are usually regarded as a fashion terrorist. On the other hand, 
other interviewees don’t care about others’ judgment on their fashion style. They don’t 
follow South or North Korean fashion trend. They just buy cheap clothes or check only if 
it fits their body.

“I love shopping and have a lot of interest in fashion. Though I have many clothes, 
I always buy more pretty clothes by giving up other things to have.” (Participant B).

“My husband said that my fashion style is quite out of style, but I don’t care about it. 
What considers to me is just fitness on my own body.” (Participant K).

Self‑identity

Three different type of self-identity were observed in the interviews. First, many inter-
viewees want to be shown to others like a native South Korean. They try to hide an iden-
tity as a North Korean defector, and want to live like an ordinary South Korean. They 
think themselves as a complete South Korean. Second group is skeptical about self-iden-
tity matters because they were disappointed at two Koreas. Even though they defected 
from North Korea to find a hope in South Korea, in cases where they experienced a 
kind of discriminations in South Korea, they don’t like both North and South Korea. 
Last group also testified bad experiences in South Korea, but they have more mature and 
independent attitudes. They admitted they should embrace two types of self-identity as a 
native North Korean and a citizen of South Korea. They don’t depend on one culture too 
much, but try to find and maintain value of each Korea.

“I don’t’ want to look like a person from North Korea. I just want to be a real South 
Korean.” (Participant B).

“Even though I wear like South Koreans, I could not change totally into a native 
South Korean. I don’t care about how others think.”(Participant I).

“At first, I made much effort to look like a South Korean in terms of fashion or lan-
guage. However, once I realized my identity and my personality, I was satisfied with 
being either a South Korean or a North Korean.” (Participant D).

Various clothing acculturation behaviors

To deal with culture shock in South Korea, North Korea female defectors showed vari-
ous kind of clothing acculturation behaviors. First of all, regarding to clothing norms of 
South Korea, almost all participant stated that they are trying to accept general clothing 
norms for certain situations such as wedding, funeral, school, or working place. They 
said they learn the norms from TV, friends or Internet. However, about half of the inter-
viewees denied accepting South Korean standard on body exposure.

“North Koreans usually don’t wear black clothes in a funeral. I learned this through 
watching TV drama in South Korea.” (Participant F).
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”This regards much body exposure. I was so shocked for the first time particularly 
in summer. I think it’s abnormal and even unacceptable to expose shoulder or belly.” 
(Participant K).

About fashion styling, some people said they are learning South Korean fashion style 
and applying it their own life to look more like a native South Korean, even though oth-
ers don’t want to follow South Korean fashion trend and still have aesthetic tastes of 
North Korea.

“I search South Korean fashion trend online, and learn fashion from TV. Further-
more, I watch South Korean young ladies’ fashion style in the street to follow the 
trend.” (Participant A).

“I try to learn South Korean cosmetic style, but my old habit habituated since living 
in North Korea is hard to change.” (Participant J).

When they go shopping, many preferred to go alone because they not only have dif-
ferent taste with South Korean but also think that there’s nothing to learn from North 
Korean defectors. However, few showed dependence on North Korean defector group to 
share information about clothing culture in South Korea.

“I don’t think the friends (NK female defectors) have something to learn, because 
they are also beginning to become familiar with South Korean culture like me.” (Par-
ticipant H).

“I usually receive new information from NK defector friends about the place selling 
cheap clothes and other stuff.” (Participant F).

Lastly, most of interviewee said South Korean traditional costume is more beautiful 
than NK’s because of high quality fabric, diversity of design and colorfulness. On the 
other hand, some missed North Korean traditional costume for it has its own unique 
silhouette and softness of the fabric.

“South Korean Han-bok is better because the quality of the fabric is luxurious and 
colorful.” (Participant D).

“I prefer North Korean Han-bok. North Korean Han-bok style looks more beautiful 
in my viewpoint.” (Participant F).

Based on the two-dimensional acculturation model of Berry (1997), interviewees 
with various kinds of clothing acculturation behaviors can be classified into three types; 
Assimilation, Integration, and Marginalization. For Assimilation type, interviewee A, B, 
C, D, and E who preferred only South Korean clothing culture and don’t want to main-
tain North Korean clothing culture selected. They also showed high fashion sensitivity 
and South Korean-oriented identity in the interview. For Integration type, participant 
F, G, H, I, and J selected because they show preference parts of both culture. Integration 
type interviewees also have independent self-identity which admits both nationalities. 
They didn’t show a certain type of fashion sensitivity. Lastly interviewee K only was clas-
sified as Marginalization type for they denied accepting both two clothing cultures. They 
usually showed low fashion sensitiveness and skeptical self-identity (Table 1).



Page 9 of 15Jo and Ha ﻿Fash Text  (2018) 5:10 

Ta
b

le
 1

 C
h

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

 o
f i

n
te

rv
ie

w
ee

s

In
te

rv
ie

w
 p

ar
ti

ci
p

an
t

A
g

e 
gr

ou
p

Se
tt

le
m

en
t p

er
io

d
 

in
 S

ou
th

 K
or

ea
 (y

ea
rs

)
Pe

rs
on

al
 e

co
-

n
om

ic
 c

on
d

it
io

n
in

 N
K

Fa
sh

io
n

 
se

n
si

ti
vi

ty
Se

lf
-i

d
en

ti
ty

C
lo

th
in

g
 a

cc
ul

tu
ra

-
ti

on
 ty

p
e

K
ey

 s
ta

te
m

en
ts

A
30

s
5–

7 
Lo

w
H

ig
h

So
ut

h 
Ko

re
a-

or
ie

nt
ed

A
ss

im
ila

tio
n

“(
W

he
n 

bu
yi

ng
 a

 c
lo

th
,) 

th
e 

m
os

t i
m

po
rt

an
t t

hi
ng

 
is 

st
yl

e,
 a

nd
 se

co
nd

 is
 p

ric
e 

an
d 

th
en

 q
ua

lit
y”

“B
ec

au
se

 I 
be

ca
m

e 
a 

So
ut

h 
Ko

re
an

, I
 th

in
k 

I s
ho

ul
d 

fo
llo

w
 S

ou
th

 K
or

ea
n 

fa
sh

io
n 

tr
en

d 
un

co
nd

iti
on

-
al

ly
”

B
20

s
3–

5 
Lo

w
H

ig
h

So
ut

h 
Ko

re
a-

or
ie

nt
ed

A
ss

im
ila

tio
n

“I 
lo

ve
 sh

op
pi

ng
 a

nd
 h

av
e 

a 
lo

t o
f i

nt
er

es
t i

n 
fa

sh
io

n”
“I 

do
n’

t w
an

t t
o 

lo
ok

 li
ke

 a
 p

er
so

n 
fro

m
 N

or
th

 
Ko

re
a.

 I 
ju

st
 w

an
t t

o 
be

 a
 re

al
 S

ou
th

 K
or

ea
n”

C
30

s
1–

3 
H

ig
h

H
ig

h
So

ut
h 

Ko
re

a-
or

ie
nt

ed
A

ss
im

ila
tio

n
“I 

ha
ve

 b
ee

n 
in

te
re

st
ed

 in
 fa

sh
io

n 
sin

ce
 I 

liv
ed

 in
 

N
or

th
 K

or
ea

. I
 w

or
e 

Ja
pa

ne
se

 c
lo

th
es

 o
r s

om
e 

un
iq

ue
 c

lo
th

es
 im

po
rt

ed
 fr

om
 C

hi
na

, a
nd

 e
ve

n 
fro

m
 S

ou
th

 K
or

ea
”

“I 
w

an
t t

o 
lo

ok
 li

ke
 a

 n
at

iv
e 

So
ut

h 
Ko

re
an

. I
 w

ill
 

ch
an

ge
 m

y 
ou

tfi
t f

as
t”

D
30

s
M

or
e 

th
an

 7
 

Lo
w

M
id

In
de

pe
nd

en
t

A
ss

im
ila

tio
n

“I 
re

al
iz

ed
 m

y 
id

en
tit

y 
an

d 
m

y 
pe

rs
on

al
ity

. I
 w

as
 

sa
tis

fie
d 

w
ith

 b
ei

ng
 e

ith
er

 a
 S

ou
th

 K
or

ea
n 

or
 a

 
N

or
th

 K
or

ea
n 

…
 I 

ju
st

 w
an

t t
o 

be
 a

 re
al

 h
um

an
 

be
in

g”
“I 

le
ar

ne
d 

al
l S

ou
th

 K
or

ea
n 

cl
ot

hi
ng

 c
ul

tu
re

 
fro

m
 fr

ie
nd

s w
he

n 
I l

iv
ed

 in
 a

 d
or

m
ito

ry
 in

 a
 

un
iv

er
sit

y”

E
30

s
M

or
e 

th
an

 7
 y

ea
rs

H
ig

h
H

ig
h

So
ut

h 
Ko

re
a-

or
ie

nt
ed

A
ss

im
ila

tio
n

“M
y 

pa
re

nt
s w

er
e 

a 
m

em
be

r o
f t

he
 p

ar
ty

 in
 N

K 
…

 I 
w

or
e 

go
od

 c
lo

th
es

”
“I 

at
te

nd
ed

 a
 b

ea
ut

y 
sc

ho
ol

 to
 le

ar
n 

m
ak

e-
up

 in
 S

K 
…

 N
K 

m
ak

e-
up

 st
yl

e 
w

as
 o

ld
-fa

sh
io

ne
d,

 b
ut

 S
K 

st
yl

e 
is 

so
ph

ist
ic

at
ed

 a
nd

 d
iv

er
se

”

F
40

s
1–

3 
ye

ar
s

H
ig

h
Lo

w
In

de
pe

nd
en

t
In

te
gr

at
io

n
“I 

do
n’

t w
an

t t
o 

hi
de

 m
y 

N
or

th
 K

or
ea

n 
id

en
tit

y. 
I 

w
an

t t
o 

le
t o

th
er

s k
no

w
 th

at
 I 

ca
m

e 
fro

m
 N

or
th

 
Ko

re
a 

so
 th

at
 th

ey
 c

an
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
m

e”
“I 

pr
ef

er
 N

or
th

 K
or

ea
n 

H
an

-b
ok

. N
or

th
 K

or
ea

n 
H

an
-b

ok
 lo

ok
s m

or
e 

be
au

tif
ul

”



Page 10 of 15Jo and Ha ﻿Fash Text  (2018) 5:10 

Ta
b

le
 1

 c
o

n
ti

n
u

ed

In
te

rv
ie

w
 p

ar
ti

ci
p

an
t

A
g

e 
gr

ou
p

Se
tt

le
m

en
t p

er
io

d
 

in
 S

ou
th

 K
or

ea
 (y

ea
rs

)
Pe

rs
on

al
 e

co
-

n
om

ic
 c

on
d

it
io

n
in

 N
K

Fa
sh

io
n

 
se

n
si

ti
vi

ty
Se

lf
-i

d
en

ti
ty

C
lo

th
in

g
 a

cc
ul

tu
ra

-
ti

on
 ty

p
e

K
ey

 s
ta

te
m

en
ts

G
30

s
M

or
e 

th
an

 7
 y

ea
rs

Lo
w

M
id

In
de

pe
nd

en
t

In
te

gr
at

io
n

“A
t fi

rs
t, 

I t
rie

d 
to

 b
ec

om
e 

lik
e 

a 
na

tiv
e 

So
ut

h 
Ko

re
an

 …
 b

ut
 a

fte
r I

 re
al

iz
ed

 m
y 

id
en

tit
y, 

I’m
 

ok
ay

 w
he

th
er

 I 
lo

ok
 li

ke
 N

or
th

 K
or

ea
n 

or
 S

ou
th

 
Ko

re
an

”
“I 

st
ill

 d
on

’t 
w

ea
r d

es
tr

oy
ed

 je
an

s, 
bu

t n
ev

er
 ju

dg
e 

ot
he

rs
”

H
20

s
5–

7 
ye

ar
s

H
ig

h
H

ig
h

In
de

pe
nd

en
t

In
te

gr
at

io
n

“I 
ea

rn
ed

 e
no

ug
h 

be
ca

us
e 

I w
as

 a
 p

ro
fe

ss
io

na
l 

da
nc

er
 in

 N
K 

…
 I 

so
m

et
im

es
 sa

w
 S

ou
th

 K
or

ea
n 

m
ov

ie
s s

o 
I w

as
 a

cc
us

to
m

ed
 to

 S
ou

th
 K

or
ea

n 
fa

sh
io

n 
tr

en
d 

al
re

ad
y”

“N
or

th
 K

or
ea

n 
H

an
-b

ok
 is

 li
gh

t a
nd

 so
ft,

 b
ut

 S
ou

th
 

Ko
re

an
 is

 st
iff

 a
nd

 to
o 

fo
rm

al
”

I
20

s
Le

ss
 th

an
 1

 y
ea

r
M

id
M

id
In

de
pe

nd
en

t
In

te
gr

at
io

n
“E

ve
n 

th
ou

gh
 I 

w
ea

r l
ik

e 
So

ut
h 

Ko
re

an
s, 

I c
ou

ld
 

no
t c

ha
ng

e 
to

ta
lly

 in
to

 a
 n

at
iv

e 
So

ut
h 

Ko
re

an
. I

 
do

n’
t c

ar
e 

ab
ou

t h
ow

 o
th

er
s t

hi
nk

”
“I 

so
m

et
im

es
 lo

ok
 fo

r s
eq

ui
ns

 b
ec

au
se

 I 
ha

d 
be

en
 

ac
cu

st
om

ed
 w

ith
 th

at
 in

 N
K”

J
30

s
5–

7 
ye

ar
s

M
id

M
id

In
de

pe
nd

en
t

In
te

gr
at

io
n

“I 
do

n’
t w

an
t t

o 
pr

et
en

d 
to

 b
e 

a 
na

tiv
e 

So
ut

h 
Ko

re
an

 …
 I 

op
en

ed
 m

y 
id

en
tit

y 
w

he
n 

fin
di

ng
 m

y 
jo

b,
 a

nd
 I 

ha
ve

 n
o 

ex
pe

rie
nc

e 
of

 d
isc

rim
in

at
io

n 
un

til
 n

ow
”

“I 
tr

y 
to

 le
ar

n 
So

ut
h 

Ko
re

an
 c

os
m

et
ic

 st
yl

e,
 b

ut
 m

y 
ol

d 
ha

bi
t h

ab
itu

at
ed

 si
nc

e 
liv

in
g 

in
 N

or
th

 K
or

ea
 

is 
ha

rd
 to

 c
ha

ng
e”

K
30

s
5–

7 
ye

ar
s

M
id

Lo
w

Sk
ep

tic
al

M
ar

gi
na

liz
at

io
n

“I 
w

as
 so

m
et

im
es

 d
isc

rim
in

at
ed

 in
 S

ou
th

 K
or

ea
. 

So
m

et
im

es
 I 

th
in

k 
it 

w
ou

ld
 b

e 
be

tt
er

 to
 li

ve
 in

 
fo

re
ig

n 
co

un
tr

y”
“I 

th
in

k 
I d

on
’t 

ha
ve

 to
 re

fe
r a

ny
 o

th
er

’s 
fa

sh
io

n 
st

yl
e”



Page 11 of 15Jo and Ha ﻿Fash Text  (2018) 5:10 

Axial coding

Researchers found the causal relationship between the categories of open coding analysis 
following the process of axial coding of grounded theory (Fig. 1). North Korean female 
defectors had lived inside of North Korean clothing culture for a long time, so they had 
built up their own unique clothing behavior based on that culture. Therefore, they expe-
rience quite strong culture shock when they happened to face with South Korean cloth-
ing culture which is contrary to North Korean. At this point, each interviewee’s personal 
economic condition in North Korea, which determines contact level to foreign clothing 
culture, can adjust the culture shock degree.

“I earned enough because I was a professional dancer in North Korea … I some-
times saw South Korean movies so I was accustomed to South Korean fashion trend 
already.” (Participant H/rich in North Korea).

As a reaction to the perceived clothing cultural differences of two Koreas, they tes-
tified their various acculturation behaviors. As a source of behavior, fashion sensitivity 
and self-identity decide the way of behaviors individually. Those who have high fashion 
sensitivity tend to follow South Korean fashion trend, but those with low fashion sensi-
tivity don’t care about both.

“I have been interested in fashion when I was in North Korea … I want to look like a 
native South Korean. I will change my outfit fast.” (Participant C/high fashion sensi-
tivity).

“I don’t know anything about trend … I just choose convenient clothes to work well, 
and I don’t check how others wear.” (Participant K/low fashion sensitivity).

A group who has South Korea-oriented self-identity chooses the way to accept most of 
South Korean clothing culture. Meanwhile, skeptical identity (Table 1) group don’t show 
will to follow any clothing culture, and independent identity group decide to accept 
parts of both.

“Because I became a South Korean, I think I should follow South Korean fashion 
trend unconditionally.” (Participant A/South Korea-oriented identity).

Fig. 1  Clothing acculturation paradigm model of North Korean female defectors
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“I was sometimes discriminated in South Korea. Sometimes I think it would be bet-
ter to live in foreign country.” (Participant K/skeptical identity).

“I prefer North Korean Han-bok. … I want to let others know that I came from North 
Korea so that they can understand me. (Participant F/independent identity).

Selective coding

The purpose of grounded theory is to draw a supposable hypothesis from analysis on 
qualitative data by focusing on a reasonable result when there is not enough research 
about the topic. Researchers focused on the influence of fashion sensitivity and self-iden-
tity on classification of clothing acculturation types. Most of interviewees who showed 
high fashion sensitivity prefer to accept South Korean clothing culture and to remove 
memories of North Korean clothing culture. They consider their appearance much and 
want to be shown to others like a native South Korean. They try to follow South Korean 
fashion trend and learn most of parts of South Korean clothing culture. They never get 
information from North Korean defector group because they think there’s nothing to 
learn from that group, and want to forget memories about North Korean clothing cul-
ture. Meanwhile the interviewee in Marginalization type had low fashion sensitivity, but 
it can’t be generalized because of lack of number of case. For Integration type, inter-
viewees showed various level of fashion sensitivity. Therefore, according to the purpose 
of grounded theory, this statement can be suggested first: High level of fashion sensi-
tivity of North Korean female defector is related to Assimilation behaviors in clothing 
acculturation.

Secondly, self-identity is another factor deciding clothing acculturation behaviors in 
the result. South Korea-oriented identity makes the interviewees want to look more 
like a native South Korean, so they choose to accept whole South Korean clothing cul-
ture and to deny previous one totally. Interviewees who showed independent identity 
admitting both North and South Korean identity are mostly classified into Integra-
tion type. Even though they defected from North Korea, they remembered some good 
points of North Korean clothing culture such as North Korean traditional costume or 
fashion trend items. Because they are both good cultural learners in South Korea and 
good conservators of North Korean clothing culture partially, they are regarded as Inte-
gration type. Lastly, one interviewee had a skeptical attitude to identity matter because 
she experienced discriminations in South Korea. She denied accepting both North and 
South Korean clothing culture, so that she is classified to Marginalization. Therefore this 
statement would be supposable secondly: North Korean female defector accepts cloth-
ing culture(s) according to self-identity regarding personal nationality.

Discussion
North Korean female defectors face culture shock because of differences of two clothing 
cultures in South Korea. To reduce it, South Korean government offers culture education 
programs, but most of acculturation policies for them are prone to assimilation to make 
all NK defectors like native South Koreans. However, as we can see, each North Korean 
female defector has own level of fashion sensitivity and type of self-identity. It means that 
some of them can want not to become like a native South Korean. In this research, North 
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Korean female defectors don’t show uniform clothing acculturation behaviors based on 
their own fashion sensitivity and self-identity. Thus, polices that considers only assimila-
tion type can spark social conflicts. South Korean society should understand that each 
North Korean defector has their own type of clothing acculturation, so they cannot make 
them into a stereotyped new South Korean. In the case of German unification, incorpo-
rated German government did not introduce the East German West German art cul-
ture unilaterally. Instead, it recognized mutual ‘positive differences’ and guaranteed art 
activities performed by private cultural organizations. In consequence, East German art 
now promotes art culture in Unified Germany and contribute to make the contemporary 
German culture more dynamically and profusely (Ministry of Unification 2016b). Like-
wise, an ideal direction for acculturation policy is to make up an integration accultura-
tion type, which respects both cultures and accept mutual differences in an optimistic 
way. According to Bourhis et al. (1997), only when combinations of acculturation types of 
native group and immigrant group are integration-integration, assimilation-assimilation, 
or marginalization–marginalization, two groups would exists in harmony.

Therefore, the following policies are necessary in order to reduce possible cul-
ture shock of North Korean female defectors and to promote social integration. First, 
detailed instruction on South Korean fashion culture is needed in Hana-won, where 
North Korean defectors learn basic knowledge before they enter into the real society. 
It is a way to minimize culture shock they would experience soon. They need to learn 
some characteristics of South Korean clothing culture such as general body exposure 
standard or clothing norms in special situations like weddings or funerals before they 
start to live in the society alone. Secondly, various acculturation programs based on 
types of clothing acculturation should be conducted by South Korean government or 
private organizations. It should be added with the understanding that not every North 
Korean female defector has to be accustomed to South Korean fashion culture. Diverse 
programs like North/South Korean Han-bok wearing event, party and sharing fashion 
information with North Korean female group, or seminar on clothing norm about South 
Korean fashion trend are possible. It would be a good idea to support private organiza-
tions financially so that they can run various programs. Lastly, in the long-term perspec-
tive, it is urgent to improve attitude of South Korean society on North Korean defectors. 
South Koreans should understand that North Korean who crossed the border could feel 
strange to a new clothing culture and have a free will not to follow the South Korean 
fashion trend. Therefore South Korean government can promote cultural campaign to 
improve understanding toward each other. It can be a significant step to prepare for uni-
fication of two Koreas in a possible future.

Conclusion
This study is an exploratory research on the clothing acculturation behaviors of North 
Korean female defectors. Researchers conducted in-depth interviews and drew con-
clusions following analyzing process of grounded theory. According to the research on 
North Korean female defectors, every North Korean female defectors in this study testi-
fied early culture shock for the difference between the culture that they experience at 
North and the new culture in South. However, the degree of the shock varied accord-
ing to the levels of personal economic conditions in North Korea. Participants choose 
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various kinds of acculturation behaviors to react the cultural difference by individual 
fashion sensitivity and self-identity. Participants are classified into three types of clothing 
acculturation; Assimilation, Integration and Marginalization. Based on the diversity of 
clothing acculturation types, government and private organization’s cooperation as well 
as both short/long-term supports are necessary. Lastly, because there was not enough 
previous research about this topic, researchers tried to open the way for future research 
by suggesting two supposable hypotheses about the relationship between fashion sen-
sitivity and clothing acculturation type, and between self-identity regarding personal 
nationality and clothing acculturation type. Studies testifying these two hypotheses by 
quantitative method can be conducted in the future.

This research explores overall aspects of clothing acculturation of North Korean 
female defectors and suggested possible research topics and government policies. How-
ever, there are major limitations in this research. First of all, hypotheses suggested as 
main results are based on researchers’ interpretation on the interviews. Researchers 
tried to recruit enough number of participant to generalize the finding quantitatively 
but couldn’t, because many North Korean defectors still don’t want to reveal their iden-
tity as a North Korean. Furthermore, North Korean defectors tend to have a resistance 
politically and emotionally against North Korean government, so they could answer par-
tially in in-depth interview (Keum 2015). Nevertheless, the result is expected to be used 
as a basic database to understand clothing cultural interactions between many cultural 
groups especially in Korean peninsula.
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